University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

8-12-1994

Panamanian President-Elect Perez Balladares
Presents Agenda to U.S., Europe
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Panamanian President-Elect Perez Balladares Presents Agenda to U.S., Europe." (1994).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/11597

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 56594
ISSN: 1060-4189

Panamanian President-Elect Perez Balladares Presents
Agenda to U.S., Europe
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Panama
Published: 1994-08-12
Panama's president-elect Ernesto Perez Balladares visited government leaders in the US and
Europe in July in preparation to take office on Sept. 1. Throughout his tour, Balladares pledged
to energetically combat drug trafficking and money laundering, and he promised that the war on
poverty and unemployment would form the backbone of his government program. While in the US,
Perez Balladares also pressed Panama's request to be accepted into the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA). At the same time, he clearly warned President Bill Clinton that he would not
accept any renegotiation of the Panal Canal Treaty, which calls for the canal's return to Panama
in 1999. Perez Balladares, who won the May presidential elections on the Partido Revolucionario
Democratico (PRD) ticket, traveled to Europe and the US in mid-July to discuss the economic and
social polices he will pursue once taking office. His trip was also an effort to alter his country's image
as a haven for drug traffickers and money launderers. Indeed, as part of the effort to shed any image
of PRD connections to drug cartels, Perez Balladares deliberately attempted to distance himself
throughout the tour from General Manuel Noriega, whose PRD government was overthrown in the
US invasion in December 1989. Instead, the president-elect stressed that since Noriega's ouster,
the PRD has returned to the populist roots developed under the late Gen. Omar Torrijos, a PRD
founder who negotiated the 1977 Panama Canal treaties with then US president Jimmy Carter.
"The present PRD has no relation to the political party led by Noriega in 1989," said Perez while in
Spain. "All Noriega did was kidnap the Torrijos movement and usurp it for his own use." During
the European swing of the tour, the president- elect visited Italy and Spain, where he repeatedly
told the press and government officials that his government would launch a concerted campaign
to stop money laundering in the Panamanian banking system. While in Spain, Perez Balladares
held high-profile meetings with King Juan Carlos, President Felipe Gonzales, and other state
officials and business representatives. Among other things, Perez discussed methods to strengthen
trade with Spain once he takes office, and he appealed to Spanish business associations to explore
investment opportunities in Panama, especially in the tourist sector. Following the European tour,
Perez Balladares traveled to Washington, D.C. where he met with President Bill Clinton and Vice
President Al Gore. Among the issues discussed were the Haitian crisis, drug trafficking, and the
transfer of the Panama canal. Perez Balladares told Clinton that his administration would strengthen
coordination between the Panamanian banking system, immigration, and customs to control money
laundering. He said that his administration would also intensify state control over private businesses
established in Panama to crack down on those that operate as fronts for drug traffickers. Although
the US leaders were reportedly greatly encouraged by Perez Balladares' promises to stop money
laundering, analysts in Panama said that stiff national opposition would make it difficult for the
new government to carry out reforms without significant political costs. "It may be too high a price
to pay for the new government," Marco Gandasegui, a prominent political analysts in Panama,
told Reuters. Regarding the Panama canal, Perez who participated in the 1977 negotiations that
culminated in the Torrijos-Carter Treaty clearly stated that he would adamantly oppose any attempt
to allow the US to stay beyond the December 1999 deadline. In fact, Perez Balladares predicted
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that the return of the canal in five years would create tremendous investment opportunities for
businesses all over the world, since the canal is a central gateway for exports destined for nearly
all countries in Latin America. He also emphasized the commercial benefits for NAFTA countries
that Panama could negotiate in the future, especially if Panama is allowed to become a member
of the trade agreement. In fact, following the meeting with President Clinton, Perez Balladares
expressed his optimism over the perspectives for Panama to be incorporated into NAFTA. "Our
mutual interests are at play and it appears to me that our proposals were well accepted at all levels,"
said Perez Balladares.
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